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INTRODUCTION. 



The life-study contained in the pages which follow makes 
no claim to a place among historical biographies. Jeanne- 
Franfoise Fr6myot, known as Sainte Chantal, was not 
closely concerned with contemporary events. It is her 
personal development rather than her connection with any 
public affairs which has value and interest for a later genera- 
tion. Her history is a supreme assertion of the supernatural 
element in ordinary life. She was a traveller who, starting 
on her journey with a clearly-marked and time-worn route 
before her, found herself checked by the Touch that is not 
human and turned to a way, very difficult and hard to find, 
that led to a destination which she had not desired. 

She is not widely known in England. Monumental bio- 
graphies in her native tongue have obscured her individual- 
ity for the ordinary reader, 1 and the collection of Letters 
and remains which contain the contemporary record of her 
secretary is not easily accessible. There are also certain 
traditions regarding her which do more to stifle interest 
than to inspire it. To some she appears as the type of 
devotee who will sacrifice natural love and duty to a self- 
chosen avocation ; to others she is merely the shadow and 
echo of Francis de Sales, one of the many saintly women 
presented in the literature of piety whose individuality is 
impossible to separate from that of the saints who gave them 
guidance and inspiration. Reference to actual fact is suffi- 
cient to confute either of these impressions, but there is 
another, less widespread but far more damaging, which 

'The brilliant monograph by M. Henri Bremond ia withdrawn from 
circulation. 

1 



Digitized by i^ooQle 




2 



SAINTE CHANTAL 



demands closer consideration. The life that had an ordinary 
beginning in the surroundings of a provincial town and 
developed amid the deeper responsibilities of a wife and 
mother and the dignities of high position, progressed by 
gradual ascent to a plane that is above the range of normal 
experience. The place of Ste. Chantal is among the mystics, 
but she has suffered more than ordinarily from the vague- 
ness of thought that characterises much Which is said and 
written regarding mysticism. Again and again her name 
has been coupled with that of Mme. Guyon, and the fact 
that she never wrote for publication has left her memory 
defenceless before a suggestion that misrepresents her 
utterly. Mme. Guyon was exceptionally prolific as a writer, 
and her popularity among some of the Protestant sects in 
England has brought her work within reach of the ordinary 
reader ; but whatever may be the view of the individual 
regarding her character and doctrine, there is no justifica- 
tion for confounding them with those of Jeanne de Chantal. 
The positions of these two women are in fact diametrically 
opposed, although to both the practice of prayer was the 
ruling object of existence. The one regarded herself as 
highly privileged, as exalted to a plane beyond the ken of 
ordinary humanity, and endowed with a capacity for union 
with the Divine Will which emancipated her from the laws 
by which human society is governed; the other ranked 
herself as the least in spiritual order among her associates, 
she had no glowing moments of achievement, and those deep 
experiences which marked her in the eyes of others as chosen 
by God to be tried and tested by the Divine Fire, increased 
her self-abasement. “ I do not heed the suffering ; my fear 
is that I am offending .” 1 That was her protest. 

As we follow Ste. Chantal to the end of her earthly pil- 
grimage, we shall find that the farther she penetrated into 
the mysteries of prayer the more habitual became her atti- 
tude of humble supplication and the wider the distance that 

1 “Vie et GEuvres,” voL viii., Lett. 1752. 
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divided her from the security of Mme. Guyon. There was 
nothing in the teaching that emanated from Annecy that 
could have alarmed even the timorous orthodoxy of Mme. 
de Main tenon, for the Foundress of the Visitation was &s 
suspicious of exotic devotionalism as any of the critics of 
the Quietism of Saint-Cyr. “ These wonderful things that 
are so exalted and so spiritual are as a rule of doubtful 
origin,” she wrote, “and in particular, unless they are 
grounded on humility, you may be sure they are unreal /* 1 
Experience is the only root from which can spring sound 
judgment on the things that concern the spiritual life, and 
only the experienced accord due reverence to the possibilities 
of that aspiration of the soul towards God which we call 
prayer. 

“One of the things that gives me most distress/’ said Ste. 
Chantal in her old age, “ is to note how many persons talk 
about prayer and inward experiences and special graces, and 
how few of the practice of goodness and of definite self- 
deniaL The soul that is intent on the enjoyment of interior 
quiet and on soaring among angelic visions, rather than on 
complete surrender to obedience and poverty, does not know 
what it means to imitate Christ .” 2 Touches such as these 
— and her letters and recorded sayings give many other 
instances — reveal the type of woman that guided and con- 
trolled the contemplative Order of the Visitation for more 
than thirty years. She had a horror of all vain presumption 
in spiritual things, and could not take to herself the comfort 
that might have lightened her long period of inward anguish, 
because to do so would be to assume that she had a place 
among a chosen few whom God has set apart. Further, it 
may be said that there is no stage of her career at which, 
consciously, she enjoyed success, or was, even momentarily, 
satisfied. 

The human and intimate side of Jeanne de Chantal’s life 
is a hindrance to clear comprehension of her; in S. Teresa, 

1 " Vie et CEovree,” vol. viiL, Lett. 1707. s Ibid. vol. i., p. 645. 
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in S. Catherine of Siena or her namesake of Genoa, we find 
characteristics that were super-normal at an early stage of 
development, but she seems to have stepped aside from the 
course ordained for her* and, of her own free will, to have 
made the most tremendous venture of which a human soul 
is capable 

In a dark night 

With anxious love inflamed 

Forth unobserved I went. 

The lines of S. John of the Cross hold the suggestion of 
the awe-inspiring possibilities of her enterprise ; she faced 
them when she made her choice, but her life afterwards 
made ceaseless and ever-growing demand upon her courage. 
Even before she retreated from the world she had been 
initiated into that Prayer of Simplicity which she was per- 
mitted to reveal or to explain to the many who were called 
to it, but for herself further and deeper experiences were 
reserved. In fact the sacrifice of those who enter the Re- 
ligious Life, the abandonment of family ties, of friendships, 
and of all dear and familiar things, is only dimly the type 
of the ordeal through which the true contemplative must 
pass. The ordinary intelligence has no grasp on the mean- 
ing of full spiritual surrender, that martyrdom of love before 
which Ste. Chantal shuddered even while she welcomed it* 
But if we desire to approach, even distantly, to understand- 
ing of her, it is necessary to appreciate in the first place the 
unusual force of her human instincts, her vigorous and im- 
pulsive will, the strength of her affections ; and then, if it 
be possible, to picture the suffering entailed on such a tem- 
perament by the process of ascent to a region from which 
human passions have been banished. Her story is one of 
continuous conflict between the human and the divine in a 
strong nature ; if we cannot accept it in this aspect it con- 
tains little that is worthy of study. Moreover, in connection 
with it the question of the Religious Vocation, which to 
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some minds presents grave difficulties, must of necessity be 
faced. 

The aspirant to the Religious Life is at all times con- 
fronted with a choice between the attractions and activities 
of the world and the peace of a surrender to obedience. 
The struggle varies in intensity according to individual tem- 
perament, but, ordinarily, the choice does not lie between 
opposing inclinations so much as between opposing duties 
and responsibilities. Life in the world does not, after all, 
represent a continuous procession of delights, and the call 
of Religious Vocation is at least as often a check to a settled 
course of self-denying labour as to a pursuit of vanities. 
Indeed the fact that it so often cuts across a life-work of 
acknowledged value provides the reflective with the most 
convincing proof of its supernatural reality. The vocation 
of Jeanne de Chantal was not without the destructive aspect 
which lays such life-decisions open to attack. There were 
those who had a natural claim on her who suffered by her 
response to it. She parted from her father in his old age, 
and gave herself little chance of intercourse with her only 
son. When she renounced her wealth and dignities her 
renunciation freed her from many onerous duties and from 
conditions that were distasteful to her ; and when she removed 
from her native province to the little town of Annecy in 
Savoy, to found the new Order which Francis de Sales had 
planned, she was realising a long-cherished dream. These 
facts demand unflinching survey, and it must be admitted 
that if the years that followed had been passed in the peace 
of cloistered seclusion, there might be grounds for question- 
ing her vocation, but the call that came to her was not to 
the calm of an established state of life, but to “ launch out 
into the deep,” and her obedience to it involved her in a 
series of ventures of faith that ended only when she died. 
It is our aim to follow her in the progress of her obedience, 
an obedience that after its earliest stage was free from any 
human element. The course of discipline that transformed 
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the nature of Jeanne de Chantal can be marked and followed 
as she advanced step by step upon her way, but it was not of 
human origin. At the beginning she owed much to the teach- 
ing of Francis de Sales, but she did not attain to full realisa- 
tion of the life to which God called her till after his death. 

The history of her progress which we attempt to give is 
drawn from contemporary records ; in outline and in some 
of its details from the Life compiled by Frantjoise Made- 
leine de Chaugy, a Religious of the Visitation who was her 
secretary. Reminiscences of youth and childhood fall readily 
from the lips of the old, and in hours of much-needed rest 
la Soeur de Chaugy was able to lead the thoughts of her 
Superior to memories of bygone times. Her own literary 
faculty aided her in the arrangement of her notes, and her 
admiration for her subject taught her to be fearless of re- 
cording weaknesses and follies, for she realised that the truth 
concerning Jeanne de Chantal would be a more precious 
possession for the Community than any fabricated eulogy. 
This memoir, carefully preserved in manuscript, is contained 
in the first volume of “Ste. Chantal’s Life and Works,” 
published in 1842. 

From 1604 to 1610, the year of her establishment at 
Annecy, we are admitted to a certain intimacy with her by 
means of the Letters of Francis de Sales. She was so 
vividly in his mind as he wrote that he depicts her vividly, 
with all the hindrances of natural disposition and outward 
circumstances that beset her spiritual advance. But her 
letters to him were restored to her by his brother after his 
death and she destroyed them, and it is therefore only after 
her arrival at Annecy that we have full opportunity for 
knowledge of her. A voluminous correspondence was a 
burden that could not be avoided by the Foundress and 
leader of a Community of women. Ste. Chantal deplored 
the necessity of continual writing, but the grandmother of 
Mme. de S6vign6 was mistress of the art of self-expression. 
Nearly two thousand letters have been preserved, and in 
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